If we mean by a "theory" of genre a coherent and abstract system which would account for a wide variety of literary practices, then it would seem to be misguided to seek such an abstract system in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. Nor is it reasonable to reconstruct for Bakhtin anything like a typology of genres of the kind that one finds in traditional histories of literature or in school manuals and textbooks. The fundamental assumption of this study is that Bakhtin's discursive and theoretical procedures are radically opposed to traditional concepts of literary genre. The objective here is to understand and to situate the originality of his theoretical and methodological enterprise in the general field of genre criticism. This will be accomplished by contrasting Bakhtin's notion of genre with that of his Formalist contemporaries, by examining the philosophical underpinnings of his notion of genre, and finally, by instituting a dialogue between Bakhtin and Fredric Jameson, who is one of the leading contemporary proponents of genre criticism.
In the work of the Russian Formalists who were interested in 29 1 literary evolution (among other topics), genre is a central concept for discussion. The characteristic conception of genre in their work, if we first take Tynyanov as an example, involves "three levels of internal reference":
1. All factors in a literary work relate intentionally to the entire work as a system. 2. The system itself, in turn, relates intentionally to the entire system of literature and its evolution. 3. Finally, literature itself and its evolution are, through language, which is the medium both of literary creation and of social communication, related intentionally to the whole human environment in its historical and social development. (J. Striedter, [2] [3] Genre, then, is "a system of the functional coordination of specific devices with 'dominants' which characterize the system. . . . Genre exists and is effective only as a system of references." The key term used in these theoretical statements is "system" and genre is seen ultimately as 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [1984] Bakhtin's theory of the fundamental difference between the objects of study in the human sciences and in the natural sciences. The object of study in literature is the reproduction of a text by a subject (T. Todorov 46), whereas in the natural sciences the position of the studying subject is not part of the phenomenon to be examined.
Bakhtin maintains, therefore, that each reproduction of a text by a subject (and, by extension, for the purpose of the present discussion, each new example of a given generic type) is in fact a new performance, a new text, a new event. Reiteration (or exact reproduction) of a literary text is theoretically impossible. The implications of such an epistemological position for genre study should be clear: the validity of abstract generic typologies that hypostasize a group of texts synchronically is denied in favour of a diachronic perspective where the operative factor is transformation.
A second philosophical point that Bakhtin develops in some notes written in [1970] [1971] ("Iz zapisej 1970 ("Iz zapisej -1971 ["From the notes of the years 1970-711 deals with the relationship between meta-language and text. A traditional generic typology (we could once again use the previously discussed article by Tomashevsky as an example of this) postulates a fundamental difference between abstract classificatory meta-languages and the language of the individual texts to which the meta-language refers. For Bakhtin, meta-language is not an abstract code different in kind from the text that it supposedly accounts for. There is no basic difference between the discourse to be studied and the discourse used to study a discourse ("le discours 4 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [1984] The nature of the chronotope will not be discussed here. Suffice it to say that once again Bakhtin's conception of genre is that of a modelling entity, intimately determined by socio-historical factors.
Equally original is Bakhtin's extension of genre types to the whole range of everyday uses of language. The question, the exclamation, the order, the request, are examples of primary or simple genres, whereas the novel, drama and poetry are examples of more complex secondary genres. The primary "small everyday genres" are the speaking styles determined by social situations. The distinction between primary and secondary genres is in no way an absolute and is rather an indication of the two ends of a continuous spectrum. Bakhtin thus breaks down a barrier between public and private (or between political and non-political) genres. Fredric Jameson has criticized as follows such barriers in contemporary critical practice:
From this perspective the convenient working distinction between cultural texts that are social and political and those that are not becomes something worse than an error: namely, a symptom and a reinforcement of the reification and privatization of contemporary life. Such a distinction reconfirms that structural, experiential, and conceptual gap between the public and the private, between the social and the psychological, or the political and the poetic, between history or society and the "individual," which-the tendential law of social life under capitalism-maims our existence as individual subjects and paralyzes us from our speech itself. (20) Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Bakhtin's comments on genre (if we again return to his "Discourse in the Novel") is the seemingly radical distinction between prose, the development of which is the result of decentralizing, weakened, ideological forces, and poetry, the result of unifying, centralizing, ideological and 8 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [1984] , Art. 4 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol9/iss1/4 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1150 historical forces. Whereas poetry is more characteristic of stable historical periods, the novel is a synonym of heteroglossia. M.L. Gasparov, in his article "M.M. Bakhtin in Russian Culture of the Twentieth Century," accuses Bakhtin of a "sharp hostility to poetry," thereby implying that the prose/poetry distinction is based on value judgement and personal preference for the novel. Ann Shukman has pointed out (in her notes to the Gasparov article) that such a view would seem to be unfounded, given Bakhtin's high praise and admiration for the poetry of Blok and Pushkin (among others). What then is to be made of this simplistic view of poetry? T. Todorov points to another aspect of this same problem when he questions Bakhtin's view that the novel seems to expand and develop most when centralizing political power is weak (91). On the contrary, asks Todorov, couldn't we say that the modern novel blooms precisely during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when centralizing forces, such as those that created national languages, are at their strongest (92)? Todorov's point is well taken and Bakhtin can be said to have exaggerated the causal connection between centrifugal ideological forces and the rise of the modern novel. But the distinction between prose and poetic genres may not be as radical as it appears, if we look at a variety of passages where Bakhtin specifically discusses poetry. Bakhtin admits, for example, that even the poetic word (in the narrow sense) must break through to its object, penetrate the alien word in which the object is entangled; it also encounters heteroglot language and must break through in order to create a unity and a pure intentionality (which is neither given nor ready-made). But the trajectory of the poetic word toward its own object and towards the unity of language is a path along which the poetic word is continually encountering someone else's word, and each takes new bearings from the other. ("Discourse in the Novel" 331) Such comments show that even poetry is a phenomenon characterized by heteroglossia, at least in the process of its formation and in its striving for the creation of a "single-voiced purity and unqualified directness" (331). The use of terms like "striving" indicates that poetry, like prose, never achieves monologic status in any absolute sense of the term. Our way of looking at this apparent problem is based on a conviction that Bakhtin is not an absolutist. He seems to be saying that all genres demonstrate some degree of heteroglossia and the critic's objective must be, therefore, to oppose strong and less strong accounts of how texts demonstrate heteroglossia.
A comparison between Bakhtin's and Fredric Jameson's ideas on genre will allow us to summarize the main points of our discussion and to draw some conclusions. The latter critic, in The Political Unconscious, reveals an admiration for Bakhtin's work. The similarities in their theoretical approach to the study of genre are very striking. There is, however, a fundamental difference which can be formulated in the following way: on a methodological level, Jameson is a highly systematic dialectician, whereas Bakhtin is primarily an analyst and a practitioner of pragmatics. Jameson expands Bakhtin's basic conception of genre as a mediating entity and turns it into a methodological construct. As already pointed out, genre, as presented in "Discourse and the Novel" and in other works, is both a stratifying and diversifying factor in the evolution of literary forms. Jameson extends this position and articulates a concept of mediation which is only implicit in Bakhtin's work:
We must therefore repudiate a conception of the process of mediation which fails to register its capacity for differentiation and for revealing structural oppositions and contradictions through some overemphasis on its related vocation to establish identities. (42) A similarly methodological extension occurs when Jameson appropriates the concept of dialogism. The dialogical principle, in Jameson's hands, becomes a methodological procedure: the dialogical then allows us to reread or rewrite the hegemonic forms themselves; they also can be grasped as a process of the reappropriation and neutralization, the cooptation and class transformation, the cultural universalization, of forms which originally expressed the situation of "popular," subordinate, or dominated groups . . . this operation of rewriting and of the restoration of an essentially dialogical or class horizon will not be complete until we specify the "units" of this larger system. . . . This larger class discourse can be said to be organized around minimal "units" which we will call ideologemes. (86) (87) Whereas Bakhtin describes how dialogism works in a wide variety of texts, Jameson expands the concept, and it becomes a tool to be used 10 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [1984] This final moment of the generic operation, in which the working categories of genre are themselves historically deconstructed and abandoned, suggests a final axiom, according to which all generic categories, even the most time-hallowed and traditional, are ultimately to be understood (or "estranged") as mere ad hoc, experimental constructs, devised for a specific textual occasion and abandoned like so much scaffolding when the analysis has done its work. (145) In the preceding discussion of Bakhtin's theory of literary genre, we have tried to show how he is basically opposed to some of his Formalist contemporaries and to many current genre critics whose typologies are intended to have an absolute status. For Bakhtin, as for Fredric Jameson, genre is a modelling device that is neither a reflection of reality nor a reflection of the texts that the generic category supposedly covers or refers to. Bakhtin situates himself firmly in opposition to those who see genre as an end in itself. His view of parody, which is similar to Tynyanov's view (as suggested at the beginning of this article), could be expanded to cover all genres. Parody is ever-changing as it responds to changing historical conditions in its unceasing attempt to modify other literary forms which have become monologically hypostasized. Genre is therefore not something external to individual texts but rather another form of material that texts are constantly reworking. Ultimately, genre, for Bakhtin, is a constitutive factor in the production of textuality.
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